Always cite the published version, so the author(s) will receive recognition through services that track citation counts, e.g. Scopus. If you need to cite the page number of the TSpace version (original manuscript or accepted manuscript) because you cannot access the published version, then cite the TSpace version in addition to the published version using the permanent URI (handle) found on the record page. can be established. We explore similarities and differences between both forms of buzz, using the same classification scheme.
Seringhaus 1995). Similar to the effects of Internet-thinking studios and transnational epistemic communities, international trade fairs are viewed as important expressions of new geographies of circulation through which knowledge can be created and exchanged at a distance (Amin and Cohendet 2004; Thrift 2000) . Trade fairs are places of consultation between producers and users, providing a platform for producer-controlled participation in user-driven development processes (Grabher, Ibert and Flohr 2008) .
Trade fairs have long been the focus of studies in business administration, investigating the importance of such events as sales and marketing instruments to attract new buyers, establish brands and develop a particular image (e.g. Strothmann 1992; Meffert 1993; Backhaus and Zydorek 1997) ; but the goals behind the participation in leading international trade fairs are manifold (e.g. Kirchgeorg 2003; Power and Jansson and Power 2008 ). Recently, conceptual and empirical studies have begun to analyse trade fairs as platforms for processes of knowledge creation and circulation, and as places where learning through interaction and by observation takes place (Prüser 1997; Borghini, Golfetto and Rinallo 2004; Maskell, Bathelt and Malmberg 2006; Rinallo and Golfetto 2006; Entwistle and Rocamora 2006; Skov 2006; Bathelt and Zakrzewski 2007; Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) . This work suggests that leading international trade fairs, as temporary clusters, have become central nodes that connect the global 1 It is interesting to note in this respect that the sales function of trade fairs has seemingly become less important compared to other goals. found in their study of 11 European trade fairs in the areas of textile/apparel and wood/furniture that up to 50% of the visitors could be viewed as atypical (i.e. suppliers, competitors, or firms from other sectors). Of the typical visitors (i.e. traders, wholesalers, importers, or industrial customers), on average only 22% and 34% actually made purchases at trade-related and industrial fairs, respectively. communication co-exist. 3 Thus, we further aim to discuss the ways in which virtual and global buzz differ from one another and how they can complement one another. This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 explores the phenomenon of global buzz at international trade fairs and lays out its multidimensional nature. Section 3 conceptualises the complex communication and information ecology during international trade fairs as a set of partly overlapping, interdependent components. Section 4 suggests that aspects of this buzz can also be transmitted through the virtual spaces of Internet fairs, and briefly discusses the similarities and dissimilarities between virtual and global buzz. Section 5 summarises the main findings and discusses the need for further research.
International trade fairs and the phenomenon of global buzz
International trade fairs are characterised by specific communication and information patterns that develop between the exhibitors, visitors, experts, and observers who get together in these temporary clusters . We refer to this professional information and communication ecology as "global buzz". This section describes the phenomenon of global buzz, before analysing the constitutive components which help us to understand the characteristics of this phenomenon, and distinguish between different kinds of buzz (e.g. Borghini, Golfetto and Rinallo 2004; Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . This unique information and communication ecology results from the physical co-presence of a multitude of agents of an industry, technology, or value chain originating from basically all parts of the world. In fact, evidence can be found that shows that virtual occupational communities are connected to trade fairs and shape the purchasing behaviour of agents by spreading knowledge and evaluations about products and firms (Rinallo, Golfetto and Borghini 2008) .
At these events, participants discuss and present new developments, and exchange information and knowledge about products, markets, firms, and leading individuals in their area of expertise.
The co-location of many agents does not only open up a vast range of possibilities for face-toface interaction, it also enables participants to observe and experience new products, technologies, and designs. Recent research has shown that this buzz consists of news, strategic information, experience, rumours, recommendations, and speculations about an industry or technology branch, all of which are exchanged in an extremely concentrated form over a limited time period of usually three to five days (e.g. Entwistle and Rocamora 2006; Skov 2006) . Global buzz is associated with ongoing search processes and depends on reciprocal communication patterns between producers, users, suppliers, and other experts of an industry (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008b; . 4 During trade fairs, information flows travel back and forth through various channels, and provide multiple feedbacks to the participating agents.
Through this, global buzz generates a multitude of opportunities for learning processes both during and after the trade fairs, and supports the generation and maintenance of business networks over large distances (Prüser 2003; Borghini, Golfetto and Rinallo 2004; Maskell, Bathelt and Malmberg 2006; Power and Jansson and Power 2008) .
Of course, global buzz is not the same at each international trade fair, and in each industry, or value chain. It unfolds in different practices and varies according to the purposes and business contexts of the fairs (Bathelt and Zakrzewski 2007) . Depending on the perspective used and the 4 We are aware that the term "buzz" is used in different ways in everyday language, often referred to as chatting, gossip, or rumour. In using this term as a metaphor, our aim is to enable potential readers to quickly grasp the concept. However, what we refer to is the specific information and communication ecology in temporary clusters, and not general talk about everyday events.
context analysed, different characteristics structure the practices of global buzz (see, Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) .
Although our paper exclusively focuses on the communication and information ecology during international trade fairs, we are aware that similar or related forms of global buzz exist (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) , associated with, for instance, global business traveling (e.g. Wickham and Vecchi 2008) or transnational epistemic communities (e.g. Portes 2002) . As opposed to this kind of buzz, which is characterised by temporary co-presence and face-to-face interaction between people from different parts of the world, interaction through Internet-based communities (e.g. Grabher and Maintz 2006) does not involve physical co-presence. In an extreme situation, global buzz may become a permanent phenomenon of a place, if, as in the case of New York City's women's wear industry (Uzzi 1996; Rantisi 2002) , this place continuously attracts talent from an industry and develops into a global multicultural hub of diverse knowledge pools. In this extreme form, temporary global buzz may converge with permanent local buzz . 
Constitutive components of global buzz
From the above discussion, it becomes clear that global buzz is a complex phenomenon that is difficult to measure. It cannot be easily condensed into a single variable, and its practices are heterogeneous. In the following, we argue that face-to-face contact is a particularly effective way of acquiring and circulating knowledge because it involves direct interaction and immediate 5 This, of course, does not imply that other places are not also connected to extra-regional knowledge pools.
It suggests that we should not interpret "local" and "global", or "permanent" and "temporary", as fixed, separate, or unrelated concepts, but rather focus on their dynamics and interrelations. feedback (Ibert 2007) . In this conceptualisation (Maskell, Bathelt and (Table 1) . We argue that a systematic analysis of these constitutive elements enables a better understanding of the unique characteristics of global buzz and its benefits. ************************************ Insert Table 1 about here ************************************ The concept of global buzz presented in this paper also does not confuse aspects of copresence, face-to-face contact, information transfer, community formation, and institution building. Rather, it aims to emphasize how different components of information and communication processes during international trade fairs support one another in mutually reflexive ways. For the purpose of clarity, we try to separate these components in the discussion below, while being aware that they are closely related to one another. Dedicated co-presence, for instance, is a pre-condition for, as well as a consequence of, both face-to-face interaction and observation practices. Ultimately, we are interested in the ways in which global buzz impacts information and knowledge flows between firms. Since this is based on communication between individuals, our argument focuses on both person-to-person communication and the ways how this communication shapes interaction and competitiveness at the corporate level.
Global co-presence
Dedicated co-presence at and around the fair grounds is a necessary precondition for global buzz. This context establishes a spatial constellation through which specific ensembles of agents meet and interact both in sequence and simultaneously. International flagship fairs are events that bring together leading and less well-known agents from an industry or technological field.
Suppliers, producers, users, retailers, interested experts, media representatives, and other multipliers get together to exchange news about the present and future development of their industry, centered around the displays of existing products, prototypes, and innovations. The colocation of many specialised firms from a particular value chain, combined with constant face-toface communication between specialists from these firms, generates a unique milieu for the exchange of state-of-the-art knowledge and experience (Entwistle and Rocamora 2006) . Studies indicate that the exchange within this field is more intense and diversified than that which could be expected in an everyday work situation (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) . From the view of an exhibitor, this exchange might include discussions about business transactions with customers and suppliers, general conversations with interested agents about the character of products and the development of the industry, specific possibilities for problem-solving or improvements, and negotiations with long-term customers from different parts of the world .
Although agents attend trade fairs with different expectations and in different roles, they share a strong dedication to focusing on the activities that take place on the fair grounds for several days in a row (Blythe 2002; Bathelt and Zakrzewski 2007) . To be away from the normal workplace creates time slots that are normally not blocked with particular tasks. These time slots allow for unique communication without interruptions, which would be impossible in day-to-day work. Of course, the degree to which the schedules of firm representatives are filled with appointments during such events, and how much time the people can devote to the observation of other exhibits or unplanned meetings, directly depends on their functions and positions Because of the specific atmosphere of these "get-togethers", the exclusive focus on exploring an industry's state of the art, and not having to deal with routine administrative issues, people are often more relaxed and open than in regular work situations, yet also highly concentrated. They tend to be open to new ideas, and are willing to critically compare their own industrial practices with those of others (see . This is conducive to the adaptation of different experiences, and to processes of learning and knowledge dissemination (Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . Especially representatives of small firms emphasize that they use their presence at trade fairs to collect ideas for new products, and acquire an overview of global market needs and players (see Rosson and Seringhaus 1995) . They try to identify new trends that could be implemented in their production. Foreign firms often use their presence to prepare market entry in other regions or nations (e.g. Prüser 1997) . Firms from less developed countries particularly aim to pick up ideas for designs which they can imitate or adapt to the needs of their home markets (Bathelt and Zakrzewski 2007) . Media representatives and other multipliers, such as specialised user groups who are not usually in direct contact with producers, also play an important role (e.g. Rinallo and Golfetto 2006; Entwistle and Rocamora 2006; Skov 2006) . These agents have a substantial impact on the success of trade fairs and the wider image of the exhibitors, because they serve to mediate their impressions and evaluations to a larger audience of potential buyers and users after the events.
Intensive face-to-face interaction
Another constitutive component of global buzz is its reliance on face-to-face contact. As opposed to other means, modes, and conditions of communication, attendance at international trade fairs automatically involves face-to-face contact with a multitude of agents of a particular industry, through which a diverse mix of information and knowledge can be sorted, classified, and interpreted. It is, of course, well-known that face-to-face communication provides important opportunities for economic agents to disseminate knowledge and stimulate learning. Storper and Venables (2004) , for instance, have pointed out the importance of face-to-face interaction in transferring complex messages, getting immediate feedback, and responding further.
Face-to-face communication can reduce information asymmetries, as there are many ways of inquiring about the reliability of new information and the trustworthiness of other agents. Firm representatives grasp additional important inputs when talking to their peers, and by observing their facial expressions and gestures. This is a great aid when making judgements and sorting information (Maskell, Bathelt and Malmberg 2006; Bathelt and Schuldt 2008b) . Overall, it helps to identify the mindsets and opinions of other agents, check their compatibility for future business relations, and reduce risks in interaction (Prüser 2007) . This indicates that face-to-face communication reflects the nature of social relations between the agents and, by means of feedback and interpretation, serves to further shape existing relationships (Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson 2000; Gallié and Guichard 2002) .
But agents not only acquire knowledge when participating in face-to-face communication with others, information is also absorbed by observing and systematically monitoring the exhibitors and visitors. By "being there" and experiencing the exhibits, agents can grasp the symbolic character and emotional value of new products or designs (Schlink 2006) . 6 The unique combination of developing, discussing and exchanging arguments with others can readily be applied to one's own production or product range, while, at the same time, being able to observe the effects on other agents. This provides instant insights that would be extremely difficult to acquire through other means (Sharland and Balogh 1996; Blythe 2002) .
It is also interesting to note that firms do not necessarily have to be in direct contact with a specific source of information to have access to that information. Participants might hear from other agents about new developments and decide themselves whether or not it would be useful to inspect these innovations personally. Through this, agents greatly benefit from the decentralised character of information flows and the multiplicity of channels that exist during trade fairs. We are aware that different types of knowledge can be differentiated (e.g. Asheim and Gertler 2005 ). In our context, which focuses on in-situ practices of interaction and knowledge circulation, we do not need to draw on such distinctions.
Of course, we do not suggest that the effects of face-to-face contact are the same irrespective of the character of a trade fair and the products, technologies, or fashion trends shown (see, also, Fuchs 2003) . In fact, ongoing research shows that substantial differences exist (Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . First, in design-intensive industries the symbolic and emotional value of exhibits might be particularly important requiring face-to-face contact to acquire knowledge, which is largely tacit and contextual (Asheim and Gertler 2005) . Agents quickly get a first impression of, and a feeling for, new products which are shown. Second, in investment goods fairs, interest in the actual exhibits might be limited as it is difficult to evaluate technical properties. In this context, personal meetings appear to be more important to maintain positive business contacts through face-to-face communication with customers and suppliers from other parts of the world (Backhaus 1992; Rosson and Seringhaus 1995; Sharland and Balogh 1996; Meffert 2003) .
Manifold possibilities for dense observation
Firm representatives attending trade fairs do not just gain access to new information and knowledge through face-to-face communication; important insights also result from observing the exhibits, both systematically and sporadically, as well as the exhibitors and visitors. Through practices, such as close inspection of other exhibits, peer observation, "being part of the crowd", and watching the reaction of other visitors, agents collect ideas and impressions that are used to revise or confirm existing strategies regarding the production program (e.g. Blythe 2002; Meffert 2003; Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a; Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . International trade fairs are events sort through the whole set of information and news (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008b) . that also attract leading, "unusual", and "exotic" agents from an industry or technology branch, providing plenty of opportunities for learning-by-observation or learning-by-inspection .
When considering structural and substantive characteristics of communication at trade fairs, small start-up firms with little market experience and firms from less developed regions or countries often present their products in joint exhibits, while innovative firms present their latest design ideas in large elaborate booths, sometimes set up as stages. Each firm clearly aims to attain market access with its products, discover new markets niches, or get an idea about market developments. Due to the diversity of agents, the products displayed cover a vast range of different materials, designs, and technology paths, from cheap supplies to lean environmentally friendly solutions or highly exclusive accessories. What is important for the process of acquiring information is to experience this microcosm of an industry's products and problem solutions (Rosson and Seringhaus 1995; Backhaus and Zydorek 1997; Fuchslocher and Hochheimer 2000) .
While examining the exhibits of competing or complementary firms, agents are also able to evaluate the goals of trade fair participation of others ). This could be in line with the expectations one might have of a competitor, or it might deviate from these, indicating that that firm has begun to operate in a different market context. The latter might be a trigger to scan the firm more closely during and after the trade fair. Similar to gestures and facial expressions in face-to-face communication, the observation and experience of a competitor's trade fair exhibit can be viewed as a visualisation of this firm's broader philosophy (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) . Among the inspection of other exhibits for aspects of uniqueness, creativity, and design, exhibitors also take notice of the frequency of visitors and their reactions at their own booth, or that of others.
Overall, this suggests that systematic and open-minded observation enables firms to become aware of important trends, and confirm or revise knowledge regarding markets and technologies. This may leave observers with a feeling of security or of "being in-the-know". In other cases, agents may become aware that they should explore new paths, or that they need to readjust their strategies. In short, ongoing search processes during trade fairs can lead to unexpected knowledge, inspiration, and reassurance . In any case, the observation and scanning of other firms and their exhibits in a spatially concentrated form clearly becomes a core component of global buzz.
Intersecting focused communities, shared understandings and overlapping visions
Another component of global buzz relates to the communities that meet during international trade fairs, the visions they share or create, and, more generally, their institutional basis. Such focused events clearly attract different, yet closely interrelated communities which have in-depth knowledge surrounding many aspects of the products, technologies, and value chain portrayed (e.g. Skov 2006; Entwistle and Rocamora 2006) . The participants are experienced in producing, using and/or selling products and technologies, and, through this, share a common language and expertise. In general, we can expect that both communities of practice (Brown and Duguid 1991; Wenger 1998 ) and epistemic communities (Knorr Cetina 1999) meet during international fairs, turning them into large conglomerates of similar or shared understandings, repertoires, and visions about an industry or technological field.
First, communities of practice derive from day-to-day interaction and regular meetings.
Empirical studies have shown that conventional or mutual trust may develop in this interaction as members continue to tell stories about their work to bridge the gap between theoretical and practical knowledge (Brown and Duguid 2000) . This trust appears to enter a trade fair and stimulate communication patterns which are more open than in an everyday situation (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) . Shared experience in solving the same sort of problems and/or similar expectations or qualifications support the development of mutual engagement, shared repertoire, and negotiation of meaning (Wenger 1998) . Communities of practice can develop within a firm but it has been suggested that they may also extend beyond a single organisation to include other firms in a value chain (e.g. We anticipate that these establish "focused communities" which play an important role in problem solving, strategy development, the diffusion of best-practice technologies, and in interpreting important trends. By no means, however, do the participants of trade fairs share the same identical background, or are all part of the same community (Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) .
Some participants who are experienced in production are, for instance, interested in discussing problems of product quality, design, or technical failure, while others, such as sales specialists, mainly interact with customers and are eager to get to know more about demand changes and new trends. In sum, we encounter firms that are specialised in different segments of the value chain (Rosson and Seringhaus 1995) . Therefore, experts with somewhat different expertise and technological focus gather during international trade fairs, meeting their respective groups of peers with whom they share impressions, perceptions, and expectations (Prüser 2003; . In addition, various groups of users and observers, who do not have direct contact with producers or the creatives in their day-to-day routines, attend trade fairs.
Depending upon the type of information and knowledge, which might substantially differ between creative and technology-based industries, global buzz can occur in different forms depending on the industry or firm context (e.g. Prüser 1997; Kirchgeorg 2003; Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . Regardless of its specific form, we argue that this buzz is a key ingredient of the trade fair experience and the attractiveness of these events.
The decisive point of the above argument is that the visitors and exhibitors at international trade fairs are characterised by some degree of common knowledge basis, or cognitive proximity (Nooteboom 2000) . Despite differences, the knowledge basis of many agents is likely sufficiently close to that of others, allowing for efficient transfers of information and knowledge.
It also serves to stimulate joint interpretations of new information and extract those knowledge components that could be valuable in future applications. In addition, the existence of some degree of heterogeneity is important because it increases the chances that firms might discover something that is novel to them. Overall, active participation in focused communities reduces uncertainties and the degree of complexity when making decisions regarding technological shifts. Through this, it can be anticipated that new knowledge and technologies can be easily circulated and understood. This mechanism enables agents at trade fairs to distinguish more valuable from less valuable knowledge, and to sort through innovations of others that could be worth exploring further.
Multiplex meetings and relationships
The multitude of relationships and personal contacts that develop during international trade fairs stimulate tight networks of information and knowledge flows. Analyses of the structural characteristics of communication indicate that business partners, colleagues, peers, or community members can meet at different places and in different ways -for example, in scheduled or accidental meetings, in a hallway, café, or hotel lobby (Bathelt and Schuldt 2008a) . We argue that this diversity of possibilities is necessary for the creation and dissemination of global buzz.
Moreover, international trade fairs have become complex societal events which include leisure activities such as presentations of avant garde foods, arts performances, as well as after-fair evening events with a multicultural flavour (Blythe 2002; Prüser 2003 ). This is not always 8 We have to keep in mind that basic technical standards are not homogenised at a global scale. Due to deviating national/international standards, different knowledge practices exist which involve different traditions and skill sets. Trade fairs are an ideal place where aspects of technology transfer and harmonisation can be discussed and negotiated between specialised communities. This is also exemplified by a large number of seminars and specialtygroup meetings which are organised during these events. directly related to the technology or industry focus but provides opportunities to get to know people in an informal way and in different roles. While there is usually not much time to attend such events, these are often welcome interruptions from daily work routines.
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This can be inspiring and open up conversations, be it with existing or new contacts, or random acquaintances.
Within these networks of contacts, agents are linked in different ways with each other as business partners, colleagues, peers, or community members. As a result, resources can likely be transferred from one type of relationship to another. Multiplex ties and the diverse possibilities for meetings at international trade fairs help agents to gain access to new information, accelerate the transfer of knowledge, and increase the firms' access to relevant knowledge pools (Boissevain 1974; Uzzi 1997) . During a fair, information is constantly transmitted from one agent to another.
This process is repeatedly interpreted, evaluated, and enriched with additional relevant information and knowledge (Schuldt and Bathelt 2008) . The decisive point is that while acquiring new knowledge, participants act simultaneously as both recipients and broadcasters of global buzz (see, also, Goffman 1969). The potential advantages and benefits of applying this knowledge become clearer as the trade fair evolves and interpretations are drawn from the variety of meetings.
When decision-makers and technical specialists, for instance, meet with peers for dinners, they also discuss issues related to each other's private life. While there is no doubt that most of these relationships are primarily geared towards business issues, trade fairs are much more than just arenas for professional talk and serious conversations. Similar to the discussion by Massey 9 Not all participants, however, might enjoy these work interruptions in the same way. Executives, who participate in many trade fairs every year, and attend these events for one or two days only, might find the performative character of these events quite disruptive.
(2004), these events involve feelings and emotions, and participants generally expect to be "having a good time". While the development of conventional trust between business partners may take a long time, the existence of swift trust and repeated meetings during international trade fairs establish a favourable basis for the stimulation of new business relations.
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Often discussions do not stop at the end of the normal trade fair day but are continued through the evening over dinner and drinks. Sometimes, this involves important customers and helps strengthen existing relationships. At other times, this can be the first step in the establishment of a new partnership. Firms that aim to enter new markets and search for partners to support this move particularly benefit from such meetings, which are often spontaneous and not planned long in advance (Prüser 2003; Maskell, Bathelt and Malmberg 2004) . These encounters also help check out the "chemistry" between two parties, establish some initial communication, or are simply reason enough to rule out further communication. In sum, trade fairs enable participants to constantly switch from negotiations to observations, from straight business talks to private conversations after a few beers, and back -and all of this within a single day or two. In this sense, trade fairs provide unique opportunities for truly multiplex encounters at an international scale.
One has to keep in mind that the process of establishing business relationships is not related to a singular trade fair (e.g. Godar and O'Connor 2001; Power and Jansson and Power 2008) . Firms often participate in half a dozen or more such events per year. Their annual work routines are often structured according to these trade fairs.
Processes of community building could benefit from this as similar groups of actors may come together and communicate repeatedly.
Virtual buzz in Internet trade fairs
In the above conceptualisation, global buzz refers to the specific information and communication ecology which develops in the temporary settings of international trade fairs. One question that arises is why these events, which rely on physical co-presence, are still so unique, or why they have not been substituted by virtual trade fairs, which became popular in the mid 1990s (Moellenberg and Teichmann 2000; Chizzoli 2003) . Observers might expect, for instance, that conventional forms of face-to-face communication and observation are increasingly substituted by Internet trade fairs. Cyber space may appear as the ultimate frontier of space-time compression (Harvey 1990; Dicken 2003) . At the same time, it is obvious that personal contact, even in business relations, cannot always easily be substituted ( Table 1 summarises characteristics of both forms of buzz in a systematic way. This is based on explorative interviews conducted at international trade fairs, inspections of virtual tradefair sites, and a literature review of virtual trade fairs (i.e. Backhaus and Zydorek 1997; Fuchslocher and Hochheimer 2000; Heintz 2000; Moellenberg and Teichmann 2000; DeeterSchmelz and Kennedy 2002; Goehrmann 2003; Chizzoli 2003) . Overall, there is still a lack of broad systematic empirical studies on virtual trade fairs. In what follows, we briefly compare the constituting components of global and virtual buzz, using the same classification scheme as above. This comparison aims to highlight the main similarities and differences in information flows and communication between real-world and cyber-space fairs.
First, co-presence as "a form of human co-location in which individuals become accessible, available, and subject to one another" (Goffman 1969, p. 22) stimulates important information and knowledge transfers between individuals. In this respect, web applications related to virtual fairs involve an element of universal presence because the information provided by firms can be stored and made available to potential users at any point in time. Co-presence in the sense of Goffman (1969) is, however, only partially being created through platforms that connect the Second, another aspect that distinguishes conventional trade fairs from Internet fairs is that the participants of the latter events are unlikely to share the same degree of dedication, patience, and openness to new ideas. As virtual observation occurs in the context of their work places, attention can easily be distracted by issues that come up during their regular work routines (Backhaus and Zydorek 1997; Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 2002) .
Third, the combination of face-to-face contact and observation during trade fairs serves as a direct feedback mechanism. This constitutes a dense milieu of global buzz and stimulates additional buzz. In virtual fairs, the milieu is less dense as fewer agents scan exhibits and exchange information at the same time (Grimm 2004) . It also appears that the mixture of agents in virtual fairs is sometimes not as specific, and that relevant peers are more difficult to identify compared to a physical trade fair. This is supported by the fact that many events that were initiated during the 1990s have been unsuccessful, and do not exist any longer. This is confirmed by a study of Chizzoli (2003) on the performance of eMarketplaces at an international level. Using a broader definition of B2B electronic events, Chizzoli (2003) found for the time period from 1998 to 2002 that 25 -35% of all electronic markets failed, and consequently disappeared.
Fourth, sensible relations and imaginations are bound to direct interpersonal contact ("touch and feel") and cannot be easily compensated for through technical media. Further, firms handle the transfer of specific information and knowledge in virtual communication very carefully. This is especially the case if the exact identity of the counterparts is not known, and if the true intentions of other agents are unclear. In such contexts, it would be difficult to acquire information as cost-efficiently as through global buzz at trade fairs, or to readily develop initial trust . Fifth, if it is possible to address the respective group of specialists in an industry and attract them to participate in a professional Internet fair, there is no reason to assume that an exchange of valuable knowledge and experience would be unlikely or impossible (see, also, Goehrmann 2003) .
Virtual events may sometimes be an attractive alternative to personal meetings if a quick response or feedback is needed, or if it is too complicated to organise a face-to-face meeting (Hildreth 2004) . Especially, agents in relatively isolated locations, or in industries with shortterm deadlines, might find participation in Internet fairs particularly valuable. Important differences to physical fairs are a lesser degree of dedication, stronger goal-orientation, and the absence of face-to-face contacts between and within exhibitor and user groups.
Conclusions: buzz in physical and virtual context
This paper argues that global buzz at leading international trade fairs enables firms to systematically acquire information and gain new knowledge about competitors, suppliers, customers, and their technological and strategic choices -through many different routes and in a nearly simultaneous fashion. Through this, global buzz serves to create reference points for firms regarding their activities and strategies in an industry or technology branch. The argument developed in this paper is that a specific communication and information ecology, referred to as global buzz, exists, which enables unique processes of knowledge dissemination and creation through interactive learning and learning by observation. We describe global buzz as a phenomenon that can be found at international trade fairs -among other forms of global interaction. It can be conceptualised in a multi-dimensional way by a specific architecture of different components. On the one hand, it can be systematically analysed according to these components. On the other hand, global buzz is highly contextual and thus necessarily involves varying communication practices. This conceptualisation helps to explore this phenomenon more thoroughly, and enables a better understanding of different kinds of buzz and their potential benefits. Our analysis suggests that face-to-face interaction is an extremely efficient form of communicating buzz (see, also, Zhao 2003), although it is, by no means, a necessary requirement to enable global information and knowledge exchange.
Using this conceptualisation, we pose the question whether global buzz can be substituted by virtual buzz related to Internet fairs. Our enquiry indicates that similar forms of virtual buzz may exist in digital business worlds (see, also, Walther, Loh and Granka 2005) . This virtual buzz is, however, also different from global buzz due to its structural, substantive, communicationmedia, and functional characteristics. This is related to the fact that Internet-based events are associated with different references and motivations compared to real-world fairs. We should, however, not expect that there is competition between both forms of trade fairs. Depending on the communication needs and the products exhibited, the potential of digital media to accommodate trade fairs might differ. In general, we can assume that interaction in physical space is richer than interaction in Internet trade fairs, because the latter cannot transfer feelings and mediate associations in the same way as real-world trade fairs. Having said this, virtual buzz can, of course, support technology development and problem solving at a global level through professional Internet platforms, and intra-firm or corporate software networks (see von Hippel 2001; Jeppesen and Molin 2003; Rinallo, Golfetto and Borghini 2008; Grabher, Ibert and Flohr 2008) . Virtual spaces develop parallel to our material reality, shaping and reshaping it continuously.
Due to the wide range of professional coupling opportunities related to the combination of intensive and systematic interaction with unplanned and less dense face-to-face communication, international trade fairs will likely remain important, or become even more significant, focal intersections, or mandatory passage points, of transnationally operating firms that connect agents, resource locations, and markets in the global political economy. It is unlikely that these events will be replaced by virtual meetings in the near future as global buzz needs real places to unfold, especially since only few of these virtual events have been successful.
Overall, we have to emphasize that our empirical knowledge about the role of trade fairs in the knowledge economy is still limited at this point. In this respect, it appears that these events have been underestimated in the broader social science literature for quite some time. There is a need to understand better how leading international trade fairs fit into the firms' portfolios of acquiring information and knowledge about trade fairs, or how learning and search processes of agents operate at these events. In addition, we know relatively little about the processes how knowledge gained at trade fairs enters the firms' strategies and innovation processes, and whether we can identify collective responses, for instance in clusters. Little is also known about the geography of the trade fair business, aside from general regional multiplier effects. This work is, in our view, especially important as real-world and virtual trade fairs might gain in importance in a future world that is characterised by high transportation cost, decreased mobility, and fewer opportunities to get together at a global basis, due to environmental aspects and the effects of "peak oil". 
